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Oxford Council of Faiths (2009-2010)
Throughout the past year the faith communities have listened to what each other has to say, and, respecting the differences there are between us, we have tried - on several occasions - to bring to public notice times when it was felt that discrimination or disrespect was being shown to members of particular faith groups or communities.  When actions have been agreed by the Council, friendship, trust and mutual understanding have been shown by the way that carrying them out has been trusted to one or two individuals who were allowed to express the wishes and opinions of the Council as a whole.  
Liaison with civic and public authorities has been brought about with mixed success but I am sure we have had a better hearing through speaking with a united view as the Oxford Council of Faiths than if we had spoken separately.

Where we do not seem to have made much progress is in the sharing information about our faith and traditions with people of all ages.  I think though that in our first year it was right to concentrate on getting to know each other.

During it we have achieved a great many things.  We have met on five occasions as the Council.  My wife looking over my shoulder said that this does not seem very many – but when you are trying not to exclude any faith group it means never on a Sunday, Friday or Saturday as well as periods of Ramadan, Passover, Great Lent, the High days and Holy-days of Sikhism and the other faith communities and then school half terms and holiday periods this does not leave many days on which an evening meeting can take place.  We need to be aware of the sensitivity of religious observance; indeed the original date for this SEEFF Conference was during Holy Week and on the second day of Passover!  And going through old papers on my desk I found a residential conference on how to do Interfaith Work which ran from Friday lunch-time to Sunday lunch – who were they expecting to come?!  There was also a networking day meeting on the second day of Ramadan with a buffet to act as a catalyst.
A lot of what we have been doing is basic housekeeping.  Looking at things like Safeguarding, Fire Regulations, Insurance, Risk Assessment.  (Some faith groups may be large on a world scale but have small representation in the UK so they have not the resources to keep themselves within the British Law.)

We have made representation to the police over the CADO (Community Development) officer post, to the City over the closure of Magdalen Bridge on May Day morning, and to Oxford Inspires over the perceived downgrading of 'Christmas' to 'Winter Lights'.  Three radio broadcasts have enabled us to present the views of Oxford Council of Faiths to a wider audience.  The Memorial Service for Armistice Sunday has now been with multifaith representation on two occasions.  While that is certain to continue, we need to be aware of some of the sensitive issues that still need addressing for this service. We also resolved to support Oxford's work towards becoming a City of Sanctuary.

So now we know each other better, in the National Interfaith Week in November, we did some things together just for fun.
We were able to share with the Jewish Community in their Mitzvah Day.  A group of people from many different faith communities, Jewish, Christian, Muslim, Baha'i, Quaker, Buddhist, Unitarian, spent a Sunday afternoon planting trees on what will be an amenity area for a new housing development just outside the city.  And later in the Week OxCoF successfully organised a multifaith evening's entertainment in the Town Hall.  Jewish, Muslim, Baha'i, Quaker, Buddhist, Sikh, Mormon, Pagan Circle, Orthodox Christian, Anglican, Living Word Fellowship (Pentecostal Christian), Oxford Young Steps (a multi-faith, multi-ethnic group of young people from estates at the fringe of the city) - all these supplied items for the programme.  
From Martial Arts to Gospel Dance, Drama to Music and Poetry, Choral singing to Soloists, with Greek, Slavonic, Hebrew, Arabic, Hindi and Sanskrit as well as English for languages – all these were gifts from our cultural or faith traditions.  And, most importantly, a two-minute silence offered by the Buddhists and Quakers gave time for reflection and thought on a homely evening during which we shared vegan refreshments and were praised by the Lord Mayor of Oxford for our efforts in community growth.  Not that we got everything right, the frieze showing symbols of the six major faith communities managed to get a mirror image of the OM mantra on the programme.  (Some programmes were left behind on the night - hence their rather used look – so I have brought some along for you to see the variety and the participants' self-descriptions.)
I also have brought a back issue of our Newsletter and flyers – these show our aims and participants.  I have left some of these on the leaflets table – do take them away with you. 

Not that OxCoF is the only interfaith organisation in the county.  But it is the only one that is as all embracing and which has as one of its reasons for being interface with civic authorities.  Others are far longer established - the Council of Christians and Jews, the Three Faiths Forum, the Oxford Roundtable of Religions, and interfaith groups in Banbury, Didcot and Abingdon as well as the C/E diocese's Interfaith Advisory Panel.  The latter is organised across the Thames Valley Area and for the National Interfaith Week it organised a discussion in High Wycombe supported by the Churches Together in Buckinghamshire, in Oxfordshire and in Berkshire as well as the Inter-faith group in High Wycombe.  At the Church of St Mary the Virgin in Central Oxford there have been a series of discussions about faith and the environment; they proposed that people of faith have - through their faith - a special responsibility to the created world and should work together to ensure that the best world possible is there for the next generations.
Natural disasters and areas of conflict have provided opportunities for people of faith to respond with a single voice.  There is still the aftermath of the Pacific Tsunami, the earthquakes in Turkey, Pakistan, Chile, Haiti and Italy; the floods in Bangladesh, South America and the aftermath of continued conflict in places as far apart as Israel, Gaza, Eritrea, Somalia, Sudan, Iraq, Afghanistan, Myanmar, and elsewhere.  All these problems have called for a response which is non-judgemental and shows concern for the victims who so often are voiceless and innocent participants in problems that are not of their making or desire.  We can recognise the dignity and worth of every human being irrespective of their faith or nationality or ethnic origin.  OxCoF sees as paramount the building of human friendship and co-operation. Important in this is the now well-established Friendship Walk of Faiths which has a good turn out and atmosphere, and has now been organised twice with finance from the Oxford Council of Faiths. Together we walk from synagogue to mosque by way of a city centre church to share fellowship, short prayers, fun and food with each other. .With the Hindu community's advice white balloons were changed to multicoloured ones; and last year they were also bio-degradable.  This year's, on 14 June, has the theme is 'Who is my neighbour?' for which young people are being encouraged to make banners; which will be carried on the day and form a small exhibition.
In Oxford Council of Faiths we are non-judgemental and open to people all of faiths whatever they may be.  We define a faith community as one that has a belief system that causes them to gather for mutual support and fellowship through which they share their common belief.  We do not come together to judge the value or worth of another person's faith but we expect to treat them in the same way that we expect them to treat us.

An important piece of work that has recently been completed is a research project looking at the social capital produced from the faith communities of the county.  The University of Coventry's SURGE group was employed to carry out the research by a consortium of faith communities (including Oxford Council of Faiths), of local authorities and public bodies.  The co-operation of the many agencies and many faith groups, not just the Local Authority and Christians (C/E), is a new venture.  The financing of the research by people from many faith groups and public bodies such as the Thames Valley Police and NHS Primary Care Trust as well as the major churches, OxCoF and District and County authorities has brought an ownership of the research by its many stakeholders and shows that the faith communities are prepared to take a full part in the life of the county.
The publication date of the report is not officially until next month, but I have left a copy on the leaflets table.  Please note that this only available for you to look at, not to take away.  A 'popular summary', on folded A3 as well as full versions of the 100 page report will be produced.  The tables will only be available from the SURGE website, but again there is a printed copy on the table but not to be taken away.

The faith communities need to be seen to be co-operating with public bodies and the local authorities - this co-operation needs then to be reciprocated by the public bodies.
Interfaith dialogue is seen as getting to know each other; not proselytising; for the better we get to know each other the better our communities will be.

